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Field Crops Newsletter:

June/July 2008

In General:
I am calling this the June/July Field Crops Newsletter since there was no separate June version. Things were so wild at the time I usually
sit down to do this in June that I did not get it done. It’s probably just as well since most of you were probably so wrapped up in getting your work
done that you would not have had time to read it anyway. This issue will attempt to cover some of the subjects we deal with this time of year. As
always, the thoughts I include in this newsletter are based on requests I receive for information in the area I serve; and as such may not apply as well
to other areas.
Corn:

By starting with corn, I recognize that this crop has come to dominate the thinking of many of you in this area. Also, this is a critical
period when corn is changing from the vegetative (V) phase to the reproductive (R) phase. As we strive for higher yields, more issues will need to be
considered as we fine-tune the system to reduce plant stress and the effects of diseases and insect pests. The University of Illinois has a very good
chart that will help identify the progressive stages in corn plant development; it is shown below.

Most of the corn in this area is between the VT (tassel) stage and about R4; although there is some late-planted and replanted corn that is as
young as V7. Very few if any of the fields I have visited have advanced beyond R5; but there may be some older corn wherever early-maturing
varieties were planted in the first half of March.
Many Hill-area growers had extreme difficulty in getting a stand on bottomland soils that would not drain and warm up sufficiently for
rapid seed germination; and many of these fields remained saturated for weeks. Sugarcane beetles then attacked many parts of the area, reducing
stands more, and in some cases caused additional replanting. The result of all this is that fields may contain as many as three ages of corn plants,
ranging from as young as V7 to as old as R4. This will complicate our midseason and harvest practices, including insect and disease management
and timing of the harvest.
Fields I have visited are showing low to moderate disease pressure, with the exception of some sprinkler-irrigated fields where several
diseases are present. Some of the diseases that may be found in area fields include those in the following photos, along with a few others that are not
as common. Along with these are nutrient deficiency symptoms that may be confused with disease. The plate showing leaf deficiency symptoms
was originally published by the Saturday Evening Post in 1957, and actually simplifies this subject better than most photographs. Nutrient
deficiency symptoms can get complicated when two or more deficiency symptoms are present on the same leaf.
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As corn begins to mature, many symptoms begin to appear as plants “scavenge” nutrients to be added to the grain as it is being formed.
When kernels begin to dent, as they are in some of our older fields, these symptoms may begin to appear. Field areas with the most drought stress,
and areas with soil compaction, low soil pH, and other problems that may not have been apparent before begin to exhibit symptoms. This is shocking
to those who have nurtured the crop since emergence; but much of it is part of the usual maturation process. This is of course a good time to take
note of the most common deficiency symptoms and correlate this information with soil test data. Plants are showing which nutrients are in the least
abundance. A principle of maturation that appears in many crops is that as seed mature plants move nutrients from tissues where they are no longer
needed into the developing fruit or grain. Deficiency symptoms will then logically appear on lower shaded leaves that are no longer actively
photosynthetic. This is occurring in many fields now, especially those that have not been irrigated.
The question of whether to apply fungicides to corn has been widely debated this year. Reports indicate that a lot of acreage has been
treated. I feel that in some cases it is justifiable; particularly where diseases are identified or have been common in specific fields in the past.
Although leaf diseases are the most visible now, my main concern has been in finding a method to reduce stalk and ear rotting organisms since these
can most directly affect final yields and grain quality. I hope that some of the applications that have been made will produce reductions in these
problems. I will leave the overall plant health issue alone for now; however I well recall that we went through this same process in finally
determining the value of disease management in soybeans. This question must go through the trial and error process in much the same way as with
soybeans. I hope that a consensus will begin to form following this crop. For now, I will not guess at the conclusion.
As ears begin to mature, various conditions will be noted which will affect ear shape, kernel development, and grain quality. The presence
or absence of the fungus Aspergillis flavus, which is capable of producing aflatoxin, always causes the greatest concern; however there are several
other kinds of ear damage caused by fungal organisms, insects, and environmental conditions. The results of some of these are below:
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Harvesting corn as soon after maturity as possible will greatly reduce many of these problems. Allowing corn to dry down, and then be rewetted by rain so that moisture is captured within the shuck is one of the most dangerous situations for corn producers. Kernels then begin to sprout,
and fungal spores that are almost always present begin to develop into full blown ear rot. Stresses such as combined heat and drought, nutrient
deficiencies, and damage by birds and other wildlife may lead to the development of ear rots. Varieties that have poor shuck coverage sometimes

favor the development of ear rots. These factors should be included in the list of things that are observed in the field during this time of year; and
used as decision-making factors in variety selection.
As for insects in corn, we are experiencing increased pressure from Southwestern corn borer in some localities. I have contacted
some of you in these areas about this. A few fields are being treated in Yazoo and Holmes counties; but the populations are highly variable. If you
don’t have a way of determining your own SWCB situation please let me know. Scouting for this pest is very difficult, and pheromone trap capture
levels may be our best tool in judging the levels of local populations.
Soybeans:
As with corn, stand establishment has been difficult; and some fields have variable stands that may complicate management decisions.
However, most of our fields have developed well and have good potential at this time. I believe everyone who can irrigate is doing so. Some have
been blessed with enough rain to keep fields in good condition; however much of our dryland bean crop is in need of a good rain.
Those fields I have scouted have been generally scattered throughout the area; and I have been a little surprised at the variability in insect
populations and diseases. A few fields have reached cumulative threshold levels for insects when everything is added up; but a single pest threshold
level is not common. I have recommended treatment in a few situations, especially where yield enhancement fungicide applications are being made.
This way, we are able to save a trip across the field, and avoid burning any more of this expensive fuel than is necessary.
Generally, our Group 4 soybeans are at or very near the point at which the yield enhancement application should be made. The general
consensus seems to be that the “R3” stage is the best time to make this application, although there is reasonably good flexibility for the application to
be made between R2 and early R4. Probably the most commonly-asked question about soybeans this year is how to identify the R3 stage. The
simplest way I know to explain it is that the R3 stage is the time when the first very small pods become visible. A good thing to look for is the
presence of dried blooms, which should indicate that the bloom has been pollinated and the small pod is beginning to grow. The dried bloom sticks
to the end of the small pod for a few days before falling off, and then the pod begins to grow more rapidly. If easily recognizable pods are visible,
and are one half to three quarter inch in length, the plant is actually entering R4; but if you have not made the application at this time you can still do
it and expect good results. If possible, try to avoid waiting past early R4, since the likelihood of good yield response to the fungicide begins to
decline after this point. The following photo shows a good example of a soybean plant at the R3 stage. Application of a strobilurin fungicide at this
time has been shown to produce a justifiable yield increase; and we generally suggest the addition of the insect growth regulator Dimilin at the rate of
2 ounces in addition to the fungicide. Other insecticides may also be included to control other pests at this time. Most varieties will still be actively
blooming when the first pods are set at R3; but you need to go with the oldest fruiting forms on the plant as your indicator of stage.
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According to Dr. Tom Allen, Extension Plant Pathologist at Stoneville, soybean rust has not been found in Mississippi. I expect that the
hot dry weather we have been enjoying for the last few weeks has helped to protect us from this problem. Other fungal diseases are also at low levels
so far. A little downy mildew is showing in a few fields; however most fungicides have little activity on this fungus; and this disease is also
considered by many to be a minor problem for soybeans. I am somewhat surprised that we are not finding higher levels of our old friends Cercospera
leaf blight and frogeye leaf spot. We can almost always depend on these to appear; however I have not found them in the fields I have visited so far.
Just in case you have forgotten how to identify these since last year, I am including their portraits, along with some of their friends. There are of
course others; but these are some of the most common.
For insects, we are commonly seeing stalk girdling that is done by the three-cornered alfalfa leafhopper. As I sweep fields with the net, I
see big differences in the amount of this damage from one field to the next. In some fields, girdling is so common that I regret we did not make some
kind of treatment for this pest. After visiting with Dr. Gordon Andrews over the past few years I have come to appreciate his work with this
pest; and I am suggesting to some of you with significant levels of this pest that you consider it along with other commonly scouted pests like
stinkbug when making decisions about mid to late season insect control measures. Dr. Andrew’s work shows reduction in yield as the result of this
pest girdling the stems (peduncles) that attach pod clusters (racemes) to the plant. If you are not familiar with this insect, it is the little triangular
green insect that quickly jumps away when you try to catch it. Nymphs that can’t fly yet are also destructive. I have included a picture of the dectes
stem borer since this insect seems to be developing into a more important pest, and many of you may not be familiar with it.
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Dectes stem borer

The dectes stem borer has been showing up in my net in several parts of the area this year; and it heavily damaged some fields in Madison County
last year. The larval stage of this insect produces tunnels within the soybean plant, and can radically alter fruiting, plant growth, and seed
development. We have for many years found this insect occasionally at low levels; but if you begin seeing this insect frequently in your fields or
finding several in the net be sure to let us know.
Cotton:

As with other crops this year, stand establishment was difficult for cotton; and many fields show the result of this. Areas with marginal
stands, and poorly drained spots with no plants are common around the area. However, when plants became established they grew well as
temperatures increased and sunny days became the norm. Many fields grew extremely fast, producing long stems up to the first node. We usually
refer to this as “shanking up”; but as soil moisture levels began to drop growth rates slowed and plants got down to the business of developing the
root systems needed for drought tolerance. Most of the cotton that was planted in May is actively squaring now; but I doubt we will see the first
bloom by the Fourth of July, a benchmark that we always like to see. Someone may prove me wrong on this; but so far I have not seen any cotton
that looks capable of blooming by the 4th.
Again, we are seeing the wide disparity in insect activity between the Delta and the Hill regions with regard to most pests, but especially
the tarnished plant bug. I have reports of multi-week applications of insecticide for control of plant bugs in the Delta; but in the Hills only a few
people have treated for this pest, mainly near large corn plantings. I expect that this pattern may further reduce cotton acreage in the future unless
significant increases in price are seen very soon, or we magically fine some new way of managing plant bugs and stink bugs.
Weed control in cotton is generally good, attesting to the value of the herbicide-tolerant varieties we are planting. It’s amazing to see fields
devoid of teaweed, cocklebur, morninglories, and johnsongrass. I see the occasional horseweed here and there; and I would advise anyone with these
to sharpen up a hoe and remove this weed that may be tolerant to glyphosate. It may not be; but if it’s standing tall in a field that has been treated it’s
better to remove it rather than take the chance of it producing hundreds of similar plants next year through seed carryover.
In Conclusion:
I apologize again for the length of this issue, and for the fact that those who receive this in black and white by mail will not get the full
advantage of the pictures as do those who can look at it online. It seems that I have this habit of getting wordy; but with $4 gas it may be the best
way I have of passing along a few ideas. Those of you that I see most often probably know that I have cut back some on travel. I try to go north one
day, south one day, and west one day each week, trying to catch most of the calls on those trips. However, if you need my help, call and I will head
your way until I am told to stop. I appreciate all of you, and I want to contribute to your success in any way I can. I believe that goes for all of us at
Extension. These are tough times; but we will deal with it. Like Extension people have always said “when you have lemons, make lemonade”.
Thanks for your time.
Upcoming Events:
Sincerely,
Field Day at Stoneville – July 17, Begins 8:30AM
Annual Boll Weevil Erad. Mtg. – July 22 at Grenada Extension Center, Begins 10AM
Field Day at Brown Loam Branch S/o Raymond – August 7, 9AM to 2PM
Field Day at Verona – August 14, 8:30AM to 1:30PM
Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D., CCA
Area Agent – Agronomic Crops

